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 I had mixed feelings about this book, and this was not only 
because an article of mine is referred to in the text, but not 
mentioned in the bibliography.  In fact, the text is purposely 
ambiguous to the core.  It consists of a set of essays by 
political scientists heavily influenced by rational choice 
theory interspersed with essays by anthropologists primarily 
concerned with knowledge systems and discourse analysis.  These 
are, as the editors admit in their introductory essay, 
completely different analytical paradigms.  The essays are 
therefore tied together solely by the fact that they all are 
concerned with making comparisons between a few closely related 
cases. This schizophrenic approach is supposed to uncover 
underlying commonalities in theory and practice - the editors 
call this the "most different case" approach to comparison, and 
the book offers itself as a demonstration of the usefulness of 
this technique. 
 The problem with a most different case approach is 
establishing some meaningful baseline in common.  Without this, 
the result is not the discovery of any fundamental likenesses, 
but rather an expression of irredeemable distinctiveness. In 
effect, the editors welcome this outcome, and conclude that 
"interdisciplinary progress might best be made by presenting 
choices and trade-offs made in the course of quite different 
research projects" (11).  The final word on the matter is from 
John Bowen, the anthropological member of the editorial team, 
who states that "it is the historical analysis of motives and 
events, and not cross-country comparisons" that is the best 
research tool (234).   
 Yet the book is very successful indeed in providing a 
fascinating comparative view of two distinct academic cultures.
 The political scientists, as we quickly discover, are a 
focused lot whose shared purpose is to discover how decisions 
are made within the political realm.  For all of them, the way 
to understand decision-making is to determine how actors promote 
their own self interests within the constraining frameworks of 
the state and other powerful institutions. This methodological 
orientation makes for crisp, tidy, readable and plausible 
articles marked by a touching faith in human rationality and a 
tendency to bolster arguments with statistical graphs and charts 
of "tipping models". 
  The problems to be solved are the following: why do trade 
unions often call unwinnable strikes; why is civil service 
reform undertaken only in a few Latin American countries; why 
are some nationalist movements peaceful and others violent; what 
accounts for high rates of enlistment in the military service?  
A major difficulty in answering these questions is apparent 
irrationality among actors: strikes should be called in order to 
be won; civil service reform is an objectively valuable thing.  
Anthropologists usually resolve the irrationality issue by 
assuming that rationality is culturally constructed. In 
contrast, political scientists tend to explain irrationality 
through assumed universal psychological predispositions.  For 
instance, commitment to a social movement despite risks and 
deprivation is understood as an instance of the principle of 
"the tyranny of sunk costs" which states that people who have 
already paid a high price for commitment are unlikely to admit 
that they were mistaken in their original decision.  This would 
seem to leave culture more or less irrelevant to analysis - and 
indeed rational choice theorists have had much more to do with 
psychologists, who can verify their hypotheses in the 
laboratory, than they have with anthropologists, who tend only 
to complicate issues. 
 Happily, the political scientists in this volume do prove 
themselves to have considerable sensitivity to cultural context 
and to historical distinctiveness, but their comparative efforts 
still rely mainly on structural variables and psychological 
predispositions.  David Laitin's fine article could serve as a 
template for the rest.  He compares Catalonia, where nationalist 
revivals have been peaceful, and Basque country, where violence 
has been extreme. Neatly disposing of alternative explanations, 
he claims that a precondition for violence is a dense rural 
structure of local social groups which tie young men tightly to 
them; these groups are likely to use terrorism when state policy 
makes clinging to the local language a costly matter.  Terrorism 
is furthered when these groups win highly publicized victories, 
when violence is normalized, and when the tyranny of sunk costs 
makes leaving a terrorist organization almost impossible. Laitin 
then applies his model to Georgia and the Ukraine to show that 
the same series of micro-factors has moved Georgians along the 
slippery pathway toward endemic nationalist terrorism.  
 In stark contrast to the orderly methods, narrow focus, and 
theoretical unanimity of the political scientists, the 
anthropologists meander all over the map. The most stimulating 
anthropological article is by Fredrik Barth, who argues strongly 
that variation both within and between societies must be 
actively sought out by ethnographers.  He urges that special 
attention be paid to socialization and the multiple manners in 
which knowledge systems are reproduced, transformed and 
contested.  Barth hopes this orientation will keep 
anthropologists from reifying fictive entities and enable them 
to discover "a covert commonality of practice underlying a field 
of riotous formal diversity" (88). 
 John Bowen formulates an equally ambitious program but 
proceeds in quite a different direction.  Beginning from his 
fieldwork in Sumatra, he contrasts the performance of the same 
prescriptive Islamic ritual sacrifice (Id al-adha) at three 
different levels: local, regional, and global.  Differences in 
the enactment of this textually mandated sacrifice are then 
correlated to different historical and cultural factors.  
Universal prophecy here provides the needed baseline for 
comparison between disparate cultures.  
 Allan Johnson's approach to comparison is temporal; his 
baseline is his own previous fieldwork, undertaken in rural 
Brazil over twenty years ago. Returning to his site he 
discovered that his predictions for the development of class 
consciousness among the peasants were only partially realized.  
He accounts for this by noting the interventionist and 
ameliorative policies of the Brazilian government, and then 
makes comparisons with other Latin countries where state 
intervention has been less positive.   Finally, Gary Urban 
describes various performances of ritual weeping among South 
American Indians, showing they differ so much linguistically as 
to be hard to recognize as parallel phenomena.  Like Barth, he 
asks anthropologists look more closely at processes of cultural 
transmission.  Urban also argues that his research demonstrates 
what might seem self-evident: that cultural objects exist only 
in relationships of comparison. 
 I did regret that there is no recognition in any of these 
essays of the comparative research of structuralist 
anthropologists such as Abraham Rosman and Paula Rubel (Feasting 
With Mine Enemy Columbia University Press, 1971). Also neglected 
is Ernest Gellner’s work, as well as the comparative models 
developed by Mary Douglas, most recently in Missing Persons 
(University of California Press, 1998).  
 Despite these absences, this book presents a nuanced 
picture of the complex issues anthropologists face in making 
comparisons today.  This is accomplished not so much through the 
generally quite interesting arguments made in the articles 
themselves, but in the way the editors have assembled a text 
that vividly demonstrates the difficulty of crossing boundaries 
between cultures, especially when the cultures are academic. 
